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ABSTRACT 



This statement presented as testimony before the U.S. Senate 
discusses the importance of preschool education for children of low- income 
families. The testimony focuses on the federal and state commitment to 
preschool programs, including funding and collaborative efforts, and what is 
known about the effectiveness of federal preschool programs. After providing 
background about the benefits of high-quality early experiences to low- income 
children and the different kinds of programs funded by federal and state 
governments, the testimony notes the considerable investment in preschool 
programs for low- income children by the federal government, including funding 
for Head Start, Even Start, and Title I. Also discussed are expenditures for 
federal block grant programs, state funding of preschool programs, and the 
collaborative efforts that helped meet the need for full -day services. Noting 
that information is limited on the effectiveness of the programs, the 
testimony discusses what is known about the effectiveness of Head Start, Even 
Start, Title I, and block grant programs. The testimony concludes with a 
discussion of the challenges involved in assessing the effectiveness of 
programs. (LPP) 
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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee: 

We are pleased to be here today to discuss the importance of preschool 
education for children of low-income families. Over the past several years, 
members of the Congress and leaders in state government have expressed 
concern about the number of children who are coming to school not ready 
to learn because they lack appropriate cognitive and social skills. The first 
national education goal is that all children in America will start school 
ready to learn. 1 Both federal and state governments have programs to help 
low-income preschool children obtain these skills. Given the significant 
federal commitment, it is important to have information on the 
effectiveness of the federal programs. 

My remarks today focus on (1) the federal and state commitment to 
preschool programs, including funding and collaborative efforts and (2) 
what is known about the effectiveness of federal preschool programs. My 
comments are based on the findings from our recent report on early 
childhood care and education and our two reports on the effectiveness of 
federal early childhood programs. 2 

In summary, the federal investment in preschool programs for low-income 
children is considerable. Annually, the federal government provides about 
$4.6 billion in funds for preschool education and about $4.4 billion a year 
for federal block grants, such as the Child Care Development Fund 
(CCDF), some portion of which is used for preschool education. 3 State 
governments provide about another $2 billion annually to support 
preschool programs. Head Start, administered by the Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS), and Even Start, administered by the 
Department of Education, are two federal programs that focus on 
developing cognitive and other skills needed to prepare-children for 
school. In addition, in some communities title I funds, which support 
elementary and secondary education programs for economically and 
educationally disadvantaged children, are also used for preschool 
programs. Federally funded and state-funded preschool programs typically 
serve children only part of a day and thus do not always accommodate the 



*The national goals were enacted into law in 1994 (20 U.S.C. 5812). 

2 Education and Care: Early Childhood Programs and Services for Low-Income Families (G AO/HEHS- 
00-11, Nov. 15, 1999), Early Childhood Programs: Characteristics Affect the Availability of School 
Readiness Information (GAO/HEHS-OO-38, Feb. 20, 2000), and Evaluations of Even Start Family 
Literacy Program Effectiveness (GAO/HEHS-00-58R, Mar. 7, 2000). 

3 The main federal block grant programs that support child care are CCDF, the Social Services Block 
Grant (SSBG), and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). 
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schedules of working parents. In some states, federal and state officials 
have collaborated to provide full-day services by bringing together both 
child care and preschool services. 

Given the considerable investment at the federal level, it is important to 
know how effectively the different programs prepare children for school. 
Although Head Start and Even Start studies have shown that the skills of 
participating children have improved, the studies have not provided 
definitive results on effectiveness — that is, the extent to which these 
improvements can be attributed to the programs. However, HHS and 
Education are making progress in assessing the effectiveness of their 
preschool programs. In contrast, the effectiveness of block grant funds is 
not being evaluated for school readiness because it is not a primary goal of 
these programs. 



Background 



Research shows that to be prepared for school, children need early 
childhood experiences that foster their physical, emotional, social, and 
cognitive development. However, the early childhood of many low-income 
children does not include these experiences, and such deficiencies can 
adversely affect their school readiness. Research also indicates that low- 
income children can make developmental gains by attending high-quality 
early childhood programs that provide preschool services . 4 In their 
strategies to improve educational readiness for low-income children, 
federal and state governments invest in different kinds of early childhood 
education and child care programs. 

In addition to their role in preparing children for school, these programs 
play a part in allowing parents to enter the workforce. Welfare reform 
legislation is directed at increasing low-income families’ reliance on work 
rather than welfare. But many parents who work need full-day, full-year 
care for their children. To use preschool programs, which often serve 
children part of a day and part of a year, parents need some type of child 
care to cover the additional hours they work. Child care settings vary and 
include care given by relatives or nonrelatives in a home or in a center or 
other out-of-home settings. For families that use subsidized care, recent 
HHS data showed that about half of these families use center-based 
settings for their children, which often include educational services, and 



4 We are referring here to a body of research conducted over the years by academia, research 
organizations, and federal agencies, such as the National Institute on Early Childhood Development 
and Education 
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